The present article focuses on 13-year-old girls' meaning-making processes during participation in a manual-based psycho-educational course at school. Drawing on childhood studies and ethnographic investigations of subjectivity, the author explores how the course is realized in practice. The analysis, based on video-recordings of 13 classes, shows that the girls and the teachers, through collective transformation, moves the focus from individual potential problems to relational issues. The results demonstrate the weakness of using manual-based educational courses, and indicate that cognitive methods for dealing with negative thoughts could be replaced by exercises designed to deal with interaction and strengthening the individual.
Introduction
Ever since public health became institutionalized as a new concept in Sweden in the 1930s, the goal has been to get each individual to make health a basic principle in his/her way of life. Health campaigns targeted identified risk groups, and children was the focus of observation and measures (Johannisson, 1997: 235) . The comprehensive school, a vital part of building up the Swedish welfare state, became a site for preventive health programs. Today, according to Löf (2011) , the field of school in Sweden appears to be colonized by a public health discourse.
Contemporary international discourses focus on 'a crisis' in children's mental health and the need for emotional literacy (Orbach, 1999) . Policy-makers and Government authorities in industrialized countries invest in policy initiatives and courses aimed at promoting children's mental health (Coppock, 2011; Hoffman, 2009; Wishart et al., 2006; Dahlstedt et al. 2011) . Although a clear majority of young people report good mental health, efforts to promote children's mental health and emotional wellbeing have largely been developed as universal and preventive interventions in the schools (Coppock, 2011) . As a result numerous pedagogical programs have been marketed, such as Social emotional learning (SEL), which aims to teach all students fundamental social and emotional competencies (Hoffman, 2009 ). In Sweden a specific subject called Life Competence Skill has been developed in which courses on emotional learning may be included (Löf, 2011) . Other interventions promoted in the schools to reduce the risk of depressive disorders in children and adolescents are psychoeducational courses (Merry et al., 2009 ). However, critical research has shown that such courses pathologize young people, labeling them as 'at risk' and making mental problems a question of individual deficiencies (Coppock, 2011; Dahlstedt et al., 2011) .
The present article focuses on school girls participating in a manual-based psychoeducational course called 'Depression in Swedish Adolescents' (DISA) (Lindberg et al., 1995) . The aim is to understand how the girls experience the course and help to shape how the classes are realized, and in this way to advance our knowledge of what happens in practice. Moreover, it aims to discuss what this knowledge tells us about manualbased courses as such.
DISA
DISA is based on an American course called CWS, 'the Adolescent Coping With Stress course' (Lindberg et al. 1995 , see also Clarke and Lewinsohn, 1995) , which in its turn is a development of a form of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) used in clinical contexts to treat teenagers suffering from depression or depressive symptoms (Clarke et al., 1990) . In Sweden, however, the intervention is intended to be a preventive measure rather than a treatment, and it targets groups of school girls irrespective of their psychological health. The reason for targeting girls is because, in a comprehensive survey carried out in 2009, Swedish girls reported more mental ill health than boys did (Swedish National Institute of Public Health, 2011). In the users' manual, the title does not include the word depression. DISA is then used as a Swedish acronym for 'Activate Your Inner Strength'. The contrast between the two different names for DISA is mirrored in the contradiction that the course stems from CBT for individual adolescents with depressive symptoms, but is used as a universal preventive intervention for groups of adolescents.
In most schools, participation in DISA is mandatory for teenage girls, while there is no similar course for boys. DISA consists of ten classes but is often extended due to the difficulty finding time for all the exercises. The participants are given a workbook or handouts with 85 exercises consisting of comic strips to be analyzed, thought diagrams and mood diaries to be filled in, lists of 'common negative or positive thoughts' to choose from, lists of unreasonable thoughts and thought traps to adjust, and homework aimed at registering thoughts. The group leader's manual states that the aim of the method is to give an overview of depressive symptoms and to teach adolescents cognitive methods for identifying and dealing with irrational or negative self-concepts and thoughts that are believed to contribute to the development of depressive symptoms.
63 of the 85 exercises in the manual encourage participants to register their negative or unreasonable thoughts, which are presented as something they should work to rid themselves of. By contrast, only seven of the exercises concern registering something positive. The course is supposed to help adolescents turn the negative into something positive, and the starting point in this process involves identifying the negative.
The DISA manual was adapted to Swedish conditions by the Knowledge Centre for Health Issues in the Stockholm County Council (Lindberg 2011) . Their evaluation showed that participants in DISA had significantly lower self-assessed sub-syndrome symptoms than did girls in the control group (Treutiger 2006) , and these findings have been used to support implementation of DISA in the Swedish schools. However, the Swedish Council on Health Technology Assessment (SBU), which is commissioned by the Swedish Government to evaluate health care technologies, concludes that other studies show conflicting results and that such effects are either insignificant or absent (SBU 2010) . Moreover, how the course has been realized in practice was not measured (Jablonska and Heinemans, 2011) . Thus, qualitative studies can complete the picture.
Here, girls as target groups are studied from the user perspective and the focus is on the interaction between the girls, the teacher and the course. To my knowledge, this is the first study of its kind, that is, a study based on video recordings of a manual-based course carried out at school.
Agency and intersubjective experiences
The present study is part of a research project on public health courses in the schools, a project whose starting point is an interest in children's perspectives and related to the broad field of interdisciplinary childhood studies elaborated below (Zetterqvist Nelson 2011). Children's perspective may be associated with research focused on children's social conditions seen through statistics and documents, as well as with research that involves collecting information from the children themselves. To distinguish between these two approaches, Halldén (2003) defines them as the child perspective and the children's perspective, respectively. The children's perspective focuses specifically on children as social actors, and ethnographic studies have played a prominent part in following children's perspective when they participate and interact in daily life.
However, this does not guarantee that children's voices will be heard. All ethnographical descriptions are the author's description; reality is simplified in order to communicate it and the meaning is socially constructed (James, 2007) . Therefore, 'an attitude of methodological immaturity' is useful, not in the sense of a weakness but a potential to see the researcher as someone seeking knowledge (Wickström, 2008; Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008) . For me, this involved returning to the field one year after the course to get feedback on my analysis (see page 10). Also useful is the principle of ethical symmetry which widens questions of ethics to be 'part of the ongoing, everyday process of the research' (Christensen and Prout 2002: 493) . In the present study, I did not only negotiate access and permission but always tried to give the participants a choice. I constantly communicated with the teachers to avoid conflicts between research ethics and local ethical guidelines. When done with care, Allison James argues (2007: 267) , explorations of children's perspectives can allow us to give indirect voice to children, theorize about their experiences and speak to issues of social and political change.
The present article starts from a theoretical understanding of the notion that children and young people negotiate complex social worlds as they participate in these worlds.
Children are social actors that take part in constructing, for example, their classroom community; they are not merely passive recipients of information. At the same time, children and young people are subject to surveillance and social regulation, and their possibility to take action is dependent on tangible resources and the adults around them.
Thus, positioning children as agents involves considering the particularity of specific children and local worlds, while bearing in mind structural influences that both constrain and enable children's agency (James, 2010) .
Girls participating in a psycho-educational course are influenced by their school context, their teachers and the intervention. At the same time, the girls and their activities bring about social change, because the girls participate on their own terms.
They both reproduce social norms and have the potential to disrupt them (cf. Valentine, 2011) . In subjectivity-oriented theory, power and meaning are not seen as being in theoretical opposition, but as being intimately linked (Kleinman and Fitz-Henry, 2007) .
Participating in a course at school includes a meaning-making process and at the same time involves the subtle forms of power that permeate life at school; it is 'both a strategy of existence and a material and means of governance' (Biehl et al., 2007) .
Experience is seen as intersubjective; experiences involve practices, negotiations and contestations with others with whom we are associated (Kleinman and Fitz-Henry, 2007) . People have access to the world through embodied practices, for example activities associated with growing up and attending school. Experience is thus grounded in collective symbols and interaction, realities that individuals continuously reinterpret and transform. In my analysis, I am interested in the DISA course as a practice, where participants actively engage in and negotiate the meanings of the various course elements. My interest is also aimed at instances of contestation and opposition with regard to the course and the teachers.
Strategically situated ethnography
At the beginning of January 2011, I joined a meeting for 16 girls who were interested in knowing more about DISA. The 13-year-old girls were attending a nine-year compulsory school in a small town in central Sweden. Two teachers who are trained DISA leaders i presented the course and the possibility to voluntarily participate in DISA instead of joining classmates in ordinary lessons in the subject called Life Competence
Education. The girls also received information about the research project under way and were told they could choose between two courses, one of which was part of the research project. I explained my role, the concept of confidentiality and informed consent, and my interest in the girls' own experiences of DISA.
ii Seven girls chose to join the study group, and on January 25 they started and continued with 13 one-hour classes, which ran until May 24. The educational authorities as well as the staff considered DISA a useful tool, which legitimated the teachers and the girls occupying the only room available for group activities.
All 13 classes were video-recorded, using two cameras on tripods, in order to document social interplay in everyday practices, especially non-verbal actions and expressions (Heath et al., 2010) . Apart from two occasions when I was prevented from coming, I sat in the room, observed what was going on and wrote field notes. Only on rare occasions did I interact with the group, for instance when one of the girls offered me a piece of the cake she had brought. Nevertheless, the girls kept an eye on me and the cameras and sometimes displayed so-called camera behaviors, such as looking into the cameras (Duranti 1997) . When I was absent, they asked the teacher where I was, checked whether the cameras were running and 'flipped out' for a while in front of them. The fact that I was sitting in the room and that the cameras were running affected the course in different ways that I can only speculate about. The teachers were eager to have good, productive classes, and they sometimes prepared the girls for the next class when they met them in the corridor. The girls, for their part, were the object of a great deal of attention, and perhaps some of them felt obliged to participate because they had chosen the research group. However, one of the seven girls chose to leave after a while, opening up that possibility for the others.
Studying only one among many other school activities, like I did, still entails looking at a multi-sited context, not as an ethnographer who is literally moving around but as an ethnographer who is studying local subjects embedded in a specific system and relationships as pupils and young girls. Marcus (1998: 96) uses the concept Strategically Situated Ethnography to describe attempts to understand the subjects as well as broader aspects of the system. In order to understand how target groups negotiate the activities they are part of, I wanted to study how the girls related to the course, each other and the teachers. 1973: 14) together with second-degree interpretations (Fangen 2005: 228) , where I distanced myself and brought in relevant contexts and theories.
The analytical procedures resulted in identification of two parallel processes in the interaction between the girls, the course and the teacher. The first process was characterized by a resistance on the part of the girls to the course's focus on negative thoughts. The second was characterized by the girls' transformation of the course. In a collective alteration, the girls and the teachers redefined 'the problem', from being individual negative thoughts, as stated in the manual, to concerning relational issues, and the 'solution of the problem' from being about changing inner thoughts to a focus on seeing each other and dealing with relationships and circumstances.
In order to listen to the girls' voices (cf. James 2007) and to fuel my immature analysis (cf. Gallacher and Gallagher 2008) , I returned to the school one year after the course.
One girl who had been rather quiet in the classes was now the most active of the five girls who attended. Her and the others' comments strengthened the analysis and helped me see even more clearly their interest in the course as well as their insistence on changes.
Resisting negative thoughts and general problems
During the course, the girls reacted to several paradoxical situations. The first is the fact that they are being asked to come up with negative thoughts while at the same time being told that positive thinking is what is most important. The following excerpt is from the very first class. Here the teacher presents the rules for the classes:
iii we're not supposed to end up focusing on things that are a bit difficult and things that are, boring and, negative, but we should try to think positive /---/ so that we try to use what we've learned in, DISA, and make it positive do you see, do you understand what I mean, that you mustn't end up like (dramatically with darker pitch) 'oh damn I think this is so hard' and then we're in, something negative, but if we think like this instead, so that's rule number one, focus on the positive…. can anyone give an example, of something you complain about? (the girls are quiet)
Directly after telling the girls about the need to focus on the positive, the teacher asks them to give examples of things they complain about, all in accordance with the manual. The teacher's effort to explain this to the girls and to engage them is met by silence. As a result, the teacher speaks most of the time by following the manual or giving examples from her own experience. While this is going on, the girls put handouts in their files, tap their pens, yawn and rock in their chairs.
Three weeks later, the teacher and the girls are struggling with the same sort of exercises; they are to identify negative thoughts so they can turn them into something positive.
TEACHER: so I thought we could help each other and come up with some In order to carry out the exercise, the teacher asks the girls to imagine what negative thoughts a girl their age might possibly have. Ten minutes later, the teacher is still trying to get the girls to give their own examples of negative thoughts, but she gets no answers. In trying to deal with a rather paradoxical situation, she tries to modify the word negative and asks the girls if they would like to tell 'a secret' or 'something nice'.
If the girls' responses were silence before, now they speak out. Hilma states quickly that she does not have a secret. Josefin explains that she has one, but that it is a bit private.
Mari just says no.
But what would happen if they were to talk about their difficult experiences and thoughts? In DISA, getting participants to bring up examples of negative thoughts constitutes a delicate balancing act. The manual for the group leader clearly states that the course is not therapy and not a forum for discussing experiences of depression. If someone seems to have depressive symptoms, the leader is told to refer them to professionals. The strategy in this balancing act is to use examples that could be problems. Coppock (2011) argues that the shifted focus from 'problems' to 'potential problems' in child welfare has its roots in efforts to control 'risky' childhoods, and such developments may weaken rather than support children's agency.
The 'potential problems' in the DISA manual mostly concern the body and appearances.
This is the case with half of the manual's eight comic strips with illustrations of negative thoughts. In accordance with this focus, the teachers' own negative examples often deal with the body. In the transcripts there are examples such as 'being too fat' or 'late to develop', 'having dull clothes' or 'envying people who have nice clothes and are good-looking'. One of the comic strips shows two girls trying on bras, discussing their poorly developed breasts and stating: 'Nobody looks at me' and 'I'll probably never go out with anyone'. The examples focus on concerns about appearances, popularity, social approval and heteronormativity. In line with Walkerdine (1990) , we could say that the course provides a context in which specific kinds of thoughts and positions are produced for women. Moreover, young women are constructed as 'youth at risk' (Wishart et al., 2006) . Girls understand DISA as implying that they are expected to have problems, as Kvist Lindholm (work in progress) finds in her interview study. During the classes I observed, the girls resist discussing potential thoughts about their bodies.
The aim of the course is to help the girls acquire positive thinking skills -to help them scrutinize their thoughts, write about them, and work on them. This is what Rose (1996) describes as psychological techniques devised by experts to work upon the self, often with the body as a key site (Rose, 2001: 18) . According to Rose's critical perspective, being a pupil in school today has become a psychological and even a therapeutic activity. Following Rose, psycho-educational courses such as DISA connect specific 'routines, habits and techniques' and work to the individual's obligation to search for happiness and self-realization (Rose, 1996: 38) . Similarly, interviews with girls participating in DISA show that they feel they are required to be positive and happy (Kvist Lindholm, work in progress). The girls are subordinated to different means of governance, but at the same time they find creative ways of overcoming them (cf. Biehl et al., 2007; James, 2010) . The analysis shows that, by transforming some of the activities, the girls assert that it is possible and necessary to take into account the context and actual problems. In collaboration with the teacher, they shift the focus to difficulties that concern interaction and suggest solutions that promote cooperation and change in the circumstances, as obvious in the second process.
Renegotiating the manual and transforming the strategies
There are four activities in the DISA course in relation to which the girls are active and responsive. Two of the activities are taken from the manual and two are introduced by the teachers. In these activities, the girls and the teacher together create something they find meaningful.
Seeing each other
First of all, the girls are enthusiastic about bringing homemade cakes and soda to class, and on the teacher's initiative they introduce refreshment breaks in the course. The girls create a sort of a table out of a waste basket and an upside down flipchart. Now and then the teacher makes it clear that they cannot just have fun; they have to work as well.
Sometimes the girls suggest taking refreshments and working at the same time. On such an occasion (March 8), the teacher says after a while: 'Should I point out a contrast to what I think we're doing right now'. She reads a comic strip and illustrates a 'depressive posture' with her body. The girls pour the soda for each other while this is going on. Once more, the teacher says that the girls look quite the opposite of the boy in the comic strip who is slumped over; she says it is really great to see the girls today. These contrasts appear now and then during the course; the girls and the teacher are having a good time together but they are supposed to be working, which means identifying negative thoughts and dealing with them.
Sometimes the girls become engaged in trying to understand concepts in the manual such as 'depressive' or 'unreasonable thoughts'. For eleven minutes on March 8 they have a lively discussion, albeit signaling 'conceptual confusion' (Hacking 1999), while they continue eating and drinking. The girls both adhere to the course and transform the circumstances into something more like a social gathering.
Relationships and interests
The second exercise that engages the girls is called 'sharing' iv . One of the group members is to bring something personal to the group and share it with the others, something that means a great deal to her, something positive, according to the manual.
The procedure for doing this turned out to be showing one's mobile phone pictures, a practice the teacher used when she introduced 'sharing'. When Josefin talks about a picture of her best friend she reveals that she has only one friend, and that 'she's the only one who understands me /---/ we've got almost the same problems'. On another occasion Elin tells about a difficult experience in her family: 'this picture means a lot to me because it's my grandfather, but he died six years ago /---/ he was very kind and always willing to help me or everyone'.
In this exercise the girls bring in their own concerns and glimpses of their personal experiences, but not only positive ones as requested. Through four classes the girls have been asked to talk about their negative thoughts, in order to change cognitive structures, without responding, but all of a sudden they are engaged in an exercise where they can talk about things that are of interest to them. Moreover, the girls manage to expand the time used for the slide show and discuss photos of friends, birds, relatives, sport teams and nature sceneries. The girls make 'sharing' into a central instead of a peripheral and concluding exercise. They share their interests and draw attention to their actual problems, abilities and resources, rather than discussing the potential and general problems the manual brings up concerning their mental activity.
Complicating communication
The third kind of exercise the girls engage in is communication exercises that are included in two of ten classes. They do not seem to appreciate these exercises as much as they appreciate 'sharing', but they do become engaged because they recognize the 
Interactional problems
Finally, the fourth exercise the girls become absorbed in are co-operation exercises introduced by the teacher. v On April 12, the teacher presents an exercise on how to say no and to mark when someone comes too close. The girls and the teachers are in the middle of the floor and are trying to find different ways to stop someone who is approaching. Hilma says that she feels uncomfortable and the teacher asks how she can show that. Hilma crosses her arms and leans back. They change partners and cooperate in a lively fashion. They discuss how near you can come and how far you may have to go to stop someone. Now and then they laugh, hug or rest on someone's lap. After the exercise, the teacher asks whether this can happen in real life and Sara talks about a difficult experience: The critical potential of subjectivities I will end the article by discussing the critical potential of these results and applying it to the use of manual-based courses in the schools. In order to evaluate interventions, we need to understand more about subjectivities and experiences in specific contexts and situations (Kleinman and Fitz-Henry, 2007) . Collective symbols and subtle forms of power that permeate everyday life are open to change. Our senses and subjectivities 'return to those symbols and interactions, reconfiguring, repatterning, and sometimes even completely reinterpreting them' (Kleinman and Fitz-Henry, 2007: 53) . The girls are influenced by the course and subject to its routines and discourses, but the way in which they participate transforms the realities they are part of. By exploring the girls' acts of insistence, we can better understand what a course like DISA creates and how the girls reinterpret it.
DISA starts from the intention to supply girls with tools for handling their existence and gaining self-confidence. In order to teach girls how to deal with negative thoughts, however, an activation of such thoughts is needed. Paradoxically, the thoughts that are to be activated are exactly what the course is supposed to help the girls avoid. When the teachers and the manual insist on getting hold of negative thoughts, the course presents a view of girls as having problems. Moreover, the course proposes that problems are individual deficits independent of the relational contexts the participants are part of (cf. Hoffman, 2009 ). The very foundation of the course -namely teaching teenagers cognitive methods for dealing with negative thoughts -seems to be misplaced when it targets a group of school girls irrespective of their psychological health. Spotlighting the messages embedded in the manual, and what happens when DISA is practiced, offers an insight into the kinds of subjectivities DISA will tend to produce, namely young girls who are aware that they have problems and who turn their focus and performance inwards on themselves. Thus, this spotlighting may call into question the use of manuals based on CBT in courses for school girls.
However, the course I followed was meaningful to the girls. They had the privilege to meet, on a regular basis, each other and an interested teacher, all of whom were attentive to their needs and possibilities. The teachers constantly used the manual, but at the same time, they noticed the atmosphere and incidents in the group and allowed the girls to take action. The girls, for their part, were benevolent, engaged and flexible course members. They accepted the conditions but not the work they were supposed to do. Their possibility to take part in shaping the course depended on their resources and the teachers' willingness to enable them to act (cf. James, 2010).
The girls expanded the space and time for things of importance to them, and in so doing they created a context for exercises that were otherwise isolated. They resisted the focus on potential negative self-perceptions and thoughts, and turned the spotlight on their actual problems and resources. The main result reveals the girls' insistence on interaction. They promoted communication and cooperation, and would rather work on their relationships than on their inner states. In collaboration with the teacher, the girls turned DISA into something new. In fact they practiced the very opposite of what they were supposed to learn; instead of changing their inner states, they changed the circumstances.
There is a potential for criticism in these acts. The manual states that 'it is only possible to change one's own actions and thoughts, not what is happening outside us'. The aim, I
suppose, is to encourage course participants to be in charge and not consider themselves victims of circumstances. But the girls in the study deal with much more than their own actions and thoughts. They have to deal with complex situations in school, together with friends, and in their families. The inner lives of subjects are always part of social and political processes that cannot be left out.
As I mentioned previously, the present findings may call into question the usefulness of universal manual-based courses. The course changes with different participants and leaders, as the study shows, which is something the manual encourages as long as change stimulates more exchange between the participants. Ironically, the fact that the courses change also demonstrates the weakness of using manual-based courses at school. If they are open for negotiations, they lose their claimed strength. However, an alternative to manual-based educational courses designed by professional health experts would be courses based on activities more in line with how adolescents actually shape how the courses are realized. The changes the girls and the teachers in the study bring about question the use of cognitive methods for changing negative thoughts and instead provide examples of activities that work on situational problems and deal with interaction.
i The course for becoming a DISA leader consists of three days of training, supervision and practice at one's ordinary workplace.
ii The procedures have been approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board of Linköping University (Reg. no. 2010/50-31).
iii Transcription conventions used: (text) marks transcriber comments, … pause, x or xx inaudible word or words, bold emphasis, /---/ talk omitted from the data excerpt, "text' dialogue within the story iv Free translation from original Swedish.
v The DISA manual allows group leaders to make some small changes. Changes that encourage more exchange between participants are the most desirable. Group and role-playing exercises are given as examples.
